NALA THE GAMESTER             123

In a moment he found himself transported by
their power to the palace of the princess, who sat
among her maidens preparing for the coming festival.

" Fairest Prince/' said Damayanti, rising to her
feet, while her knees trembled and her voice faltered
sorely, " my heart is filled with joy to see you.
But tell me, how did you enter the palace, which is so
strictly guarded ? " '

" Beauteous Princess," said the prince, -"I am
Nala and the messenger of the mightiest of the
Shining Ones. Choose from the four the god to
whom you shall be given."

Now as he named the four the princess bowed
her head in reverence. Then raising her blushing
face she said, " I am yours, O Prince. Pledge
yourself to me."

" With the Shining Ones as your suitors," said
the prince sadly but eagerly, " how can a man dare
to speak of himself ? Lift up your heart and stretch
forth your hand to take the high honour which is
offered to you."

" The Shining Ones have my reverence," said the
princess, " but Prince Nala has my heart."

" How can the messenger plead his own cause ? "
asked Nala, though a little doubtfully. Then all at
once the face of Damayanti brightened, and clasping
her hands she said:

" I see a way. Let the Shining Ones follow the
custom, come with yourself to my festival, and there
will I make free choice, according to my right. And
my free choice shall fall on you, my prince."